APPENDIX XXVIII

THE MEDICAL HISTORY OF WILLIAM MAKEPEACE

THACKERAY

A perusal of Thackeray's voluminous correspondence reveals a
series of nervous and physical complaints that complicated and at
times dominated the greater part of his life. These ranged from
ordinary accidents and minor illnesses to chronic organic diseases
of major importance. That his life should have been exceedingly
full of literary and social activity merely emphasizes the capacity
of his genius and the intensity of a spirit that could override so
many disabilities. He was by nature temperamental, like most
artists} his bodily ailments were aggravated by anxiety and emo-
tional pressure and by uncontrolled conviviality. His letters reveal
with rather amazing insight and frankness the influence of his
habits and tensions on his somatic (physical) complaints and pro-
vide a colorful background for an analysis of his numerous symp-
toms. In turn, there can be little doubt of the effect of his symp-
toms in influencing his moods and his work. Although serious
organic disease was an almost constantly recurring accompaniment
of the latter third of his life, an equally important component of
Thackeray's ill health can be attributed to intemperate eating and
drinking and neurotic disturbances. Interest in the exact diagnosis
of his various ailments must remain somewhat speculative, because
of the lack of precise information, but, for the most part, detailed
descriptions of various symptoms gleaned from his letters render
a fairly adequate analysis quite within the realm of possibility.1

As a young man he seems to have been endowed with good
general health and of normal physical build. His habits, even while

1 See Index under "Health" and especially I: 17, 2in., 24, 26, 79, 81,
126, 191, 4.68j II: 40, 97> 1*2, H^ 346, 677, 678; III: 426, 469; IV:
25, 78, 142. Significant information appears in the recollections of contempo-
raries, e.g.<> John Cordy Jeafireson, A Book oj Recollections > I, 258-259, 299-
301; and Richard Bedingfield, in CauelVs Magazine II, voL 30, p. 105.